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Unite the Resistance conference — 19 October 2013 


Why Unite the Resistance is not 





a rank and file organisation 


UNITE THE RESISTANCE has failed to 
become a factor in the fight against austerity. 

This is the honest if brutal truth that today’s 
conference needs to face up to. The questions 
we need to answer are: 

e Why has it failed? 

e What needs to be done? 

e And how can we go forward from today? 

The Socialist Workers Party conceived of Unite 
the Resistance as a “hybrid”, with some of the 
elements of a union rank and file organisation. 
Its expressed aim is to unite the militant rank 
and file with left wing union leaders and officials. 
But this is not at all the definition of a new type 
of union organisation, but of the much more old- 
fashioned trade union Broad Left formations. 

The moment of truth for Unite the Resistance 
came during the great pensions revolt. On the 
eve of the two million-strong strike on 30 Novem- 
ber 2011, Unite the Resistance held a huge con- 
ference with over 1,000 rank and file trade union- 
ists present. Kevin Courtney (NUT) and Mark 
Serwotka (PCS) both spoke. Neither of them 
came under any pressure to pledge more action. 

Nor was there any warning that the leaders 
of the big unions, Unite, GMB and Unison, 
would sell the strike out as soon as they could. 

In short, there was no preparation for the rank 
and file to take control of the strike, to defy their 
leaders if necessary, and to build an alternative 
leadership from below. We are still living with 
the results today. 

Roll forward two years and what has been 
learned? Not a lot. 

Workers Power called on Unite the Resist- 
ance to support Jerry Hicks’ bid to oust the left- 
talking bureaucrat Len McCluskey as Unite 
General Secretary. Jerry got nearly 80,000 votes, 
36 per cent, on a rank and file ticket; he was no 
joke candidate. But the steering committee 
refused to support him — on the basis that it 
should not interfere in unions’ internal politics. 

This is Broad Leftism — and the main reason 
Unite the Resistance has failed to grow or make 
a difference. 





What is a rank and file movement? 

The call for a rank and file movement is not a 
proposal for a new organisation. Like the “anti- 
war movement” or the “shop stewards’ move- 
ment” of the 1960s, a rank and file movement 
would mobilise thousands, probably tens of thou- 
sands of people already involved in any num- 
ber of campaigns and organisations in their own 
workplaces and localities. 

What would transform those activists into a 
rank and file movement would be a common 
recognition that to fight effectively they need to 
overcome the bureaucratic organisation of the 
trade unions and replace it by the democratic con- 
trol of the members themselves, the rank and file. 

What we need are unions in which policy is 
decided by directly elected delegates of the 
members concerned, in which these delegates 
control negotiations and in which all officials 
are subject to election and paid the average wage 
of those they represent. 

This marks out a rank and file movement from 
other union reform campaigns, like the Social- 
ist Teachers Alliance (NUT), United Left (Unite) 
or Left Unity (PCS), which are primarily elec- 
tion machines and which leave the unions’ 
bureaucratic structures intact. A rank and file 
movement would of course seek to win elec- 
tions, but would primarily be based in the work- 
place and seek to organise action — with the offi- 
cials where possible, but without and even 
against them where necessary. 

Our programme would certainly mean a rad- 
ical reorganisation of every union and a re-writ- 
ing of their rulebooks, but this is not simply an 
organisational issue. The fundamental reason 
why the current leaders and officials do every- 
thing to avoid a decisive fight with the govern- 
ment and the bosses is political. 

At heart, they believe it would be wrong to force 
the government or the bosses to retreat because 
that would destabilise British capitalism. Like 
their political representatives in the Labour Party, 
the union leaders and officials accept that cuts, 
job losses and “wage restraint” are necessary to 

















keep British capital profitable. The most they are 
prepared to do is try to “negotiate” the sacri- 
fices the working class must make — and thereby 
safeguard their own positions as the negotiators. 

That is why a different politics is necessary in 
every campaign, a politics that does not begin 
from what capitalists need but from what the 
workers need. It is also why the fight against the 
bosses is a political fight that has to be taken 
into the unions themselves. Unlike the National 
Shop Stewards Network, which declares that 
it will not “interfere in internal trade union busi- 
ness’, a real rank and file movement will cer- 
tainly “interfere” with how the unions are run 
and how they make policy. 

The fight for control of the workers’ own 
organisations is not separate from the militant 
defence of their interests in the here and now. 

The thousands of militants campaigning to 
make the TUC’s call for an all-union strike 
against low pay and austerity a reality have to 
be won not only to the fight for militant direct 
action up to an all out general strike, but also 
for all decisions on action to be taken by dem- 
ocratic mass meetings of the members. 

Forcing the government to retreat will cer- 
tainly destabilise British capitalism, it will 
pose the questions who is to rule in society, what 
is society’s wealth to be used for — and that is 
why taking control of the unions and transform- 
ing them can also be the first step to taking con- 
trol of society and transforming it. 


Where next? 
We need to urgently put out the call for genuine 
rank and file organisation in every union. 

Of course they would be small to start with, 
nuclei of a future movement in some cases. 
But they could immediately start to attract mil- 
itants fed up with betrayal and hesitancy, bureau- 
cracy and witch-hunts. 

With less than two years left of the Coali- 
tion government, such a small step would be not 
only welcome, but vital if we are to break the 
Tories and stop the cuts. 
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BY A CWU POSTAL REP 


POSTAL WORKERS have voted four to one 
for a strike to defend their wages, conditions and 
jobs in a newly privatised Royal Mail. The postal 
Communication Workers Union (CWU) has 
announced the first strike date for 4 November. 

The 78 per cent vote (on a 63 per cent turnout) 
by CWU members is all the more impressive 
given the weeks of intense pro-privatisation and 
anti-strike propaganda by Royal Mail bosses, 
government ministers and the media. 

Royal Mail bosses will try to distract us and 
further delay things, but whatever they “offer” 
in the next two and a half weeks will be nowhere 
near what we need and much less than we can 
win if we strike. Let’s not drag it out anymore; 
let’s get striking. 

Strikes — not rolling, not regional, not for 
isolated days, but escalating swiftly with the 
threat of an indefinite stoppage at the end — are 
what we should be focusing on. They can achieve 
far more, far more quickly than any boycott of 
rival companies’ mail, which the CWU leaders 
are now talking about. 

We all know this is The Big One. Our whole 
future is at stake, but the ballot result proves 
that postal workers know the score and are up 
for a fight. If members can take control of the 
action, coordinate with other workers and build 
a massive solidarity movement around us, we 
can beat Royal Mail and this rotten, weak coali- 
tion government that stands behind them. 

e Hold workplace meetings to elect strike com- 
mittees of elected, recallable delegates, and 
for these committees to link up nationally so 
rank and file members can control the action 
¢ No more delays or dropping strikes for talks: 
for a rapid escalation, up to an all-out indefinite 
strike, to win 

e Build a solidarity movement and launch a hard- 
ship fund: TUC name the day for an all-union 
strike — as agreed at this year’s Congress — in 
November 

e For a ten year deal to protect our jobs and 
industry 

e Renationalise all the postal and parcel oper- 
ators and merge them into a single publicly- 
owned postal service under workers and con- 
sumers’ control, with no compensation for the 
millionaire speculators and shareholders 

But how can we get this sort of action? What are 











the lessons of previous strikes in 2007 and 2009? 
If all the local areas currently on strike and all 
militants across the union were to walk out, coor- 
dinate their actions and appeal for everyone else 
to come out, postal workers could still wreck pri- 
vatisation and defend jobs and the union. 
CWU leaders Dave Ward and Billy Hayes 
would object that an unlawful strike would see 
the union’s funds seized, its headquarters raided, 
maybe even put them in prison. But the Tories 
would hesitate to take such radical measures, 
because it could spark a strike wave that could 
break what is fundamentally a weak government. 
Where there’s a will there’s a way, but the his- 
tory of the last few years shows that Ward and 
Hayes will never do it. Unfortunately, with a low 
level of unofficial organisation in the CWU and 
a small, disorganised left, the rank and file 
cannot organise the necessary action either. 





The road to privatisation 

But the rot set in long before this. Back in 2007, 
postal workers already knew privatisation was 
on the cards. Rival private carriers TNT and UK 
Mail had begun cherry-picking the juiciest parts 
of the business by taking over giant contracts 
with large corporations and undercutting Royal 
Mail’s prices, while depending on the public sec- 
tor to deliver “the final mile”. Now these cuck- 
oos in the public sector nest have grown so big 
they have launched their own door-to-door 
delivery service in Manchester. 

The strike of that year nearly crushed Royal 
Mail management with unofficial action spread- 
ing like wildfire from Edinburgh down to Wat- 
ford. A court injunction and a fresh offer of talks, 
plus of course Ward and Hayes’ willingness to 
accept anything to stop the strike, saved the day 
for them. 

Two years later another strike also threatened 
to get out of hand. A gain it was called off just as 
it was beginning to bite. The terms agreed at the 
end of the strike amounted to a no-strike deal 
while the most militant mail centres, like Oxford, 
Liverpool and East London, were closed. 

And what have the left done? In 2007, the 
Socialist Workers Party closed down their 
fake “rank and file” paper, Post Worker, for 
the whole duration of the dispute. Their leading 
figure, Jane Loftus, then president of the union, 
even voted for the rotten deal to end it. 

It is truly shocking that the SWP now aims to 








Support the posties — 
but learn from the past 





re-launch this useless paper on the back of Billy 
Hayes addressing its Unite the Resistance con- 
ference. Hayes should be heckled and put on the 
spot, rather than praised as some kind of fighter. 

In 2010, as soon as they came in, the Tories 
rushed through a vote to privatise Royal Mail 
again. The union leaders did nothing. Then in 
April of this year, Business Secretary Vince 
Cable announced that an autumn sale was on, 
again with no response to speak of. 

Our leaders firmly ruled out any strike action 
against privatisation as being illegal, but the 
“wink and nudge” from CWU officials in pri- 
vate was that while we would ballot on pay 
and conditions, the strike would aim to derail 
privatisation. But with a sell-off taking place the 
day before the ballot even ends, they’ve com- 
pletely missed the boat. 

The large majority of CWU members work 
for Royal Mail; without them the union would 
collapse. Yet this leadership has allowed them 
to be privatised without a fight. Such a leader- 
ship has lost all 
right to lead. 

A rank and 
file movement, 
capable of 
leading action 
without the 
official lead- 
ers when 
necessary 
and replac- 
ing them 
with class 
fighters from below 
as soon as possible, is desperately needed. 
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i SUBSCRIBE 


| Please send Workers Power 

| newspaper direct to my door each 
| month (8 issues a year). | enclose 
{ £15.00 (make cheque/postal order 
l payable to Workers Power). 


I Name: 
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email: info@workerspower.co.uk Tel: 020-7708 4331 





